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In the name of God, who meets us in our need—Amen.

What a week we’ve seen! Who could have predicted that one of our Lenten fasts would be from the Eucharist…something so central to our spirits, our worship, and our identity as a church. The entire turn of events has really placed me in the midst of the desert…feeling bewildered and lost in this unfamiliar place. This week our lessons speak to how many of us may be feeling right now, as everything we thought was the norm and unchangeable has fallen out from under us and we have to risk a new way of being.

Did you identify this morning with those Israelites wandering in the wilderness of Sin? Certainly an aptly named wilderness for my journey, at any rate… Has your journey perhaps mirrored theirs thus far? Have you traveled from some type of slavery—through a dramatic redemption of sorts—only to find yourself again under threat…though you’ve followed the Lord’s commands as faithfully as you believe you could have along each stage of your journey? Are you angry or annoyed with God for “not keeping his end of the bargain”—because your wants haven’t been provided, as you’d like? 

Or perhaps you recognized yourself in the Gospel? Maybe you knew how the woman at the well was feeling or could voice the questions of the disciples after she leaves Jesus for the village? Or maybe you’ve experienced the compelling testimony of someone that’s so captured your interest, that you have to “come and see”?

The theme of life-giving water runs through (if you’ll forgive the pun) both the lesson from Exodus and our Gospel from John…in each, the water that bestows life is a gift of grace from God…but also in each, the recipients are only looking at the surface…only seeing “skin deep”, so to speak. And I regret to admit it, but even prior to the current situation I’ve often been much too much in the company of those Israelites or the Samaritan woman at the well.

A line of commentary from Dale P. Andrews sums me up all too well: “We quarrel with God over how and when to meet our apparent needs and essentially fail to perceive God in our lives.”
 The Israelites have been rescued from slavery, been guided safely through the Reed Sea, previously on the journey been given sweet water to drink, and manna to eat—but at Massah and Meribah, they quite forget that God knows they continue to need water to live…they quite forget that after all God has brought them through, he can be trusted to provide for them whatever they may need…instead it’s now “yeah, but what have you done for me lately” to paraphrase in more modern terms. I don’t know about you, but if I’m honest, I have to admit that my name could be substituted for “Israelites” in this narrative. Am I joining those in the wilderness in asking “Is the Lord among us or not?”! How easily I may misdirect my faith!

And I’m often the Samaritan woman at the well…I toil at my daily tasks in the heat of the midday sun, making hard work that much more difficult. I’m sure I’m marginalized—an outsider…perhaps…even in my own home—and then my world is broken open. The unexpected and unanticipated happens…God crosses boundaries—boundaries I perceive to be immovable—to meet me where I am—in my plight, in my misery, and in my pain. Initially, in my shock I can see only at the surface…my perception is weak with my defenses strong, and I struggle to grasp the reality of the grace being offered to me…I must be convinced…must have “everything I have ever done recounted to me”, in order that I might believe. And I must change my perceptions, if I’m to find the courage to ask for the water that will “become in [me] a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.”

If I’m the woman in skepticism and doubt, by God’s grace, I’m also the woman who runs back to the village testifying to the presence of the Lord among us, for if I, too, will but ask for the living water Jesus is offering, I will be open to the in-breaking of the Holy Spirit that will fuel the recognition of and witness to God’s grace in my life…and Jesus will linger in my company, if I will only invite him to stay with me. Through him, I will be transformed into a person coming to a vibrant, trusting, risk-taking faith.
Like the Israelites, the Lord is guiding us in the wilderness as we travel through the stages of our journeys this unprecedented Lenten season. We can quarrel with God and continually test his patience by failing to perceive him and his gifts in our lives or we can replace our doubts with faith…meaning trust…a living and active trust that makes it possible to take significant risks, based on the grace-filled gifts he has already bestowed upon us in our lives. Doubt and fear are useless baggage we can leave in the desert on the way to Jerusalem this year!

It’s easy to become overwhelmed or distracted by the earthly food on offer to us, but Jesus told his disciples: ”My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to complete his work.” This too is our work as disciples! Like the Samaritan woman, we should be so filled with joy at the gifts of grace freely given for our asking that we can’t wait to tell our friends and neighbors of what we’ve received! An insatiable appetite for things earthly is also useless baggage that can be left in the desert. 

As our Lenten journeys continue, in the coming days let us fill the places formerly occupied by our doubts, fears, and earthly appetites—things that keep us isolated, panicky, and quarrelsome. Actively choose to replace them with renewed, trusting faith in God and renewed strength and passion for the work of discipleship to which God calls us…whatever form it may take in our new “normal” lives—for when we do, our burdens will become blessings and our journeys not so wearying—for these are truly treasures that will only grow more abundant, the more we share them with the community. Amen.
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